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1.0 Summary

	Site summary
	Rural site

	Site location (NGR)
	ND 1535 6260

	Total area of construction
	Access road approximately 30m in length, House footprint, 14m by 8m, garage, hardstanding, soakaway 

	Work required
	Archaeological Watching Brief

	Area of monitoring required
	All ground breaking work


2.0 Executive Summary

An archaeological watching brief was carried out on ground breaking work associated with a new house. No archaeological features were uncovered.

3.0 Background

An archaeological watching brief was carried out by Catherine Dagg for  Mr D. Bullivant of Achingills Farm,Thurso,Caithness

 The archaeological monitoring was carried out in accordance with a brief for archaeological work prepared by the Archaeology Unit of the Department of Planning and Development at Highland Council, as a condition of the granting of planning consent for the present development.

The archaeological work was considered necessary as there is a significant risk that buried archaeological or historical remains could be affected. The nature and extent of the potential archaeological features needed to be established before ground breaking work commenced. This would allow an assessment of the potential for archaeological remains to survive and would minimise the risk of finds or features of interest being discovered and damaged during site works.

Archaeological monitoring of ground-breaking work allows the identification and recording of buried features and inform further archaeological investigation or recording, should the findings after topsoil stripping indicate that this is necessary or desirable.

The development consists of the following elements: house site, garage site, area of hard standing, access road.

4.0 Method

The evaluation consists of the following elements:

a. Desk-based assessment: A check of all relevant archaeological and historical databases, records, historic maps and aerial photographs will be undertaken, to build up a picture of previous settlement, land use and historical events which will allow a more accurate prediction of areas of particular archaeological or historical sensitivity

b. Watching Brief. Monitoring of all ground-breaking work by the archaeological contractor. 
5.0 Archaeological and Historical Background

The site is located on the NW face of Sordale Hill. South and east of the site, Sordale Hill and Stemster Hill contain a number of Scheduled Ancient Monuments, forming a prehistoric ritual landscape of cairns and chambered cairns. The nearest monument in this group, Cnoc an Tillir, an unscheduled cairn, is located 200m SE of the house site. The nearest Scheduled site is Cnoc na Ciste, or Sordale Hill chambered cairn  (SAM index no. 442) at ND 157 619, 750m SE of the house site. No contemporary domestic sites have yet been identified
The farm of Achingills is located on the higher ground above the fertile valley of the river Thurso. Despite the Norse element in the name, the land appears to have been sparsely populated and uncultivated until the improvements of the 19th century. Roy’s military survey of the 1750s records few settlements east of the road, the present A9, between Stemster and Tister to the south and two small townships on a stream which appears to be east of Todhole but may be the Burn of Achingills. These townships are named by Roy as Millton Lurary and Clarkshill, names which do not appear on later maps. Roy records no cultivated ground between these and Stemster.

Thomson’s map of 1820 does record Achingills, as the only farm occupying the upper slopes of the valley. By the 1st edition Ordnance survey map of 1876 the ground is enclosed for three fields east of the road, with Sordale Hill and Marl Moss unenclosed. There is no public road to Achingill at this date, the farm access being a track from Sordale farm,  passing the farm cottage north of the present development site. This cottage is locally remembered as having housed Irish labourers. The sheepfold is recorded in 1876. 
By the second edition OS map in 1907, the road to Hilliclay has been constructed, although the Achingills farm access follows the same route by the cottage. The field in which the present development is located is recorded as rough grazing

6.0 Site Description

The field in which the house site is located rises steadily from the road, with natural undulations and occasiona exposed stone of a field which has not been ploughed. It is bounded by Caithness flag dykes enhanced by post and wire fencing. In the NW corner of the field a ditch represents the pre-road alignment of the field boundary as recorded in 1876. The rubble rectangular sheep fold is as recorded on the 1876 map, with the addition of a concrete sheep wash to the north. Part of the walling of the enclosure has turf caps, suggesting an early 19th century date of construction, but there is no indication that there was ever any associated building. 

The grass covered mound of Cnoc an Taillir is visible on the near horizon, adjacent to a second world war military structure. Cnoc na Ciste is also visible as a mound on the far horizon.

The house site occupies a natural level platform.

7.0 The Watching Brief

This was carried out on 15.6.07 in sunny and clear weather conditions. The following soil strata were noted:

	No.
	Type
	depth
	description

	1
	Turf
	10cm
	Short, grazed grass species

	2
	Topsoil
	30cm 
	Sandy, friable light, brown

	3
	subsoil
	10cm
	Orange-yellow sandy gravels to north, patches of yellow-grey clay to south

	4
	Bedrock
	
	Caithness sandstone, planes angling up to surface


No archaeological features were noted. 

No artifacts were recovered from the topsoil apart from recent plastic twine, although approximately six sheep bones were noted.

8.0 Conclusions and Recommendations

As this field is known not to have been ploughed, any archaeological features in this location would have survived. As none were noted, the conclusion of this evaluation is that the development site contained no features or deposits of archaeological interest and there are therefore no archaeological constraints on this development going ahead.

Catherine Dagg, BA, AIFA

2, Ruigh’Riabhach
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Dundonnell

Wester Ross

IV23 2RE

Tel: 01854 633 337                                                                                              19.7.07

Appendix 1. Photographic record

Cover: View of Achingills Farm and development site from Cnoc an Taillir with valley of River Thurso in background. House site is area of disturbed ground to left of dyke.
1. View of house site, foreground, and access road route, left of slab dyke, from S.

2. View of house site, right of image, access road running in front of slab dyke, ‘Irish labourers’ cottage with sheep enclosure in front of it, from SW

3. View south from house site, to Cnoc an Taillir, mound on horizon left of dyke, and Cnoc na Ciste, mound on horizon right of dyke.

4. House site after topsoil stripping, from NW

5. Detail of subsoil surface after topsoil stripping, with exposed bedrock

6. Detail of section on east of house site, showing red sandy subsoil layer overlying grey clay.
Appendix 2. Data Sources and Bibliography

The following data sources were consulted during the desk-based assessment:

· Highland Sites and Monuments Record, held by Archaeology Unit at Highland Council, Inverness

· National Monuments Record for Scotland (MNRS) held by the RCAHMS in Edinburgh

· Historic maps held by the Map Library of the National Library of Scotland, Edinburgh

The following books provided background material:

Omand, D. ed  1972: The Caithness Book
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Plan 1. Location
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Plan 2. Area of Watching Brief
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